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THE WORDS WERE MOVING, spoken in a voice 
that sounded almost like weeping. They were spoken 
in Spanish, boisterous, yet sharp with meaning. They 
were sassy, uttered with Tejana attitude. They were 

songs recited rhythmically, in the cadence of hip-hop. They were pro-
nounced quietly, reminding us of the poet’s patient, observing eye. 
 “¡Viva!” came the shout.
 “¡Voz!” we responded.
 And suddenly the audience itself was part of the poetry.
 This vibrant scene took place in the main reading room of the 
Nettie Lee Benson Latin American Collection on April 2, 2015. The 
event was the thirteenth annual ¡A Viva Voz!, LLILAS Benson’s sig-
nature celebration of U.S. Latina/o culture. This edition was titled 
Migraciones: An Evening of Poetry and Spoken Word, and featured 
an array of poet-performers, each utterly different than the others, 
each captivating and engaging in his or her own way.
 According to Margo Gutierrez, Mexican American and Latina/o 
studies librarian at the Benson Collection, “the idea for ¡A Viva 
Voz! came from Ann Hartness, former head librarian. It was meant 
to attract community members who might otherwise not know 
about the Benson Collection and about the rich resources found 
here about Latinas/os and Mexican Americans. It continues to be 
important for those reasons, particularly as the Latina/o popula-
tion increases in and around Austin.”
 The first-ever ¡A Viva Voz! featured poet Pat Mora. In subsequent 
years, the guests have included playwrights, artists, filmmakers, 
musicians, and a cartoonist. “This year,” says Gutierrez, “we felt the 
time was right to return to poetry and spoken word with a diverse 
group of poets and artists who span generations and genres.” The 
Benson couldn’t have picked a better lineup.
 The event was moderated by the animated Celeste Guzmán Mendoza, 
poet and co-founder of CantoMundo, a nonprofit that supports and 
nurtures the work of Latina/o poets. She engaged the audience with 

a rousing call and response—“¡Viva!” “¡Voz!”—and shared her own 
contribution to the evening, “The Crooked Pinky.” Mendoza also 
serves as Associate Director for Development at LLILAS Benson.
 Each of the readers who followed brought a unique voice and 
presence. Ariana Brown shared her vulnerability and reflections on 
identity in beautifully crafted pieces. She is a senior at UT and a 
co-founder of Spitshine Poetry, a slam poetry group that has won 
numerous competitions and accolades. 
 Marco Cervantes (aka Mexican Stepgrandfather) declaimed in 
hip-hop rhythms and rhymes as he touched on difficult themes of 
race and discrimination. In addition to being a performer, he is 
assistant professor in the Department of Bilingual and Bicultural 
Studies at UT San Antonio, where he teaches and researches trans-
culturation and shared spaces among African American and Mexican 
American communities.
 Odaymara Cuesta and Olivia Prendes, Cuban-born artists who 
perform together as Las Krudas, opened with an exquisite a capella 
Afro-Cuban duet before launching into their set of hip-hop-inflected 
poems, which they performed both together and separately, mostly in 
Spanish. Self-identified queer feminist activists, the pair has a strong 
creative background in Havana’s street art and performance scene. 
Their beautifully written material ranged from searing to humorous. 
 Poet, author, and educator Teresa Palomo Acosta closed the eve-
ning with a cycle of five works she wrote about a boy named Justin 
and his mother, Paula, who are refugees from Honduras. “I met them 
at Sacred Heart Catholic Church in McAllen, Texas, when I traveled 
to the Rio Grande Valley to teach oral history to college students in 
fall 2014,” Palomo Acosta explains. “This and the other four poems 
I wrote about Justin and Paula were drawn from our time together, 
and from my concern about the possible outcomes of their journey 
through the American judicial system as Central American refugees.”
 May the poems and images that follow speak for themselves and 
resonate with that common part of all of us. —Susanna Sharpe
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All poems are copyright of the authors. LLILAS Benson 
gratefully acknowledges their permission to publish them 
in this issue.


